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Gemma Smith and the intuitive abstract 
 
Gemma Smith’s paintings and sculptures engage with modernism’s abstract 
legacy, but her relationship to this inheritance is based on a complicated 
symbiotic strategy. That is to say she exploits the stylistic, compositional and 
ideological orders of geometric abstraction mainly to privilege her own 
intuitive creativity. In so doing, she alerts us to the pleasures of art making 
that are linked to improvisation and playful invention. This is in marked 
contrast to the predictable processes of construction that often characterise the 
styles from which she borrows. 
 
Modernism’s abstract trajectory was in part aligned with a Formalist history 
of art that supported the production of colour field and hard-edged geometric 
abstract painting. For theorists like Clement Greenberg an ideological 
framework of purism, autonomy, sanctity and self-reflexivity defined such 
styles. This echoed a Neo-Kantian view that empirical experimentation in art 
led to the development of verifiable signs of aesthetic and cultural ‘progress’ 
through the application of abstract modes of signification. What was 
sometimes censored from this history was the work of the Surrealists and 
those who exploited the sheer joy of creative endeavour and the frission 
generated by improvisation, excess and self-indulgent play.  
 
In its wake, some postmodern artists responded to Modernism’s challenging 
and idealistic achievements by resorting to defensive deconstructions and 
anxiety-relieving pastiche. In the contemporary moment however Hal Foster 
can claim that the canons of modern art are now ‘less a barricade to storm 
than a ruin to pick through’. Some of today’s post-avant-garde artists still use 
parody or retro-nostalgic tropes, but there are a wealth of other takes that 
include Neo-Conceptual artists’ willingness to exploit and reconstruct 
Modernism’s internal rhetorical contradictions; artists who use syncretic 
means that meld modernist elements with contemporary artistic, political and 
economic concerns; and others who produce ever more idiosyncratic 
outcomes.  
 
Gemma Smith’s oeuvre touches on all of these approaches, but her 
engagement with Modernism’s abstract aesthetics, styles and codes is 
primarily of a game-playing nature. Rather than critiquing or satirising 
abstract modes she uses them as host bodies/styles. That is, she utilizes 
modernist geometric conventions to develop formal systems that follow an 
idiosyncratic internal logic. Such processes are motivated by her desire to 
maintain creative freedom within the belly of the beast, viz. her own 
improvised aesthetic systems are deployed to resist the kind of creative 
proscriptions associated with formalist art (even though the final product 
may resemble the host style). 
 
In one of her earliest shows at Penthouse and Pavement Gallery in Melbourne 
Smith demonstrated a clear debt to Minimalism and other forms of geometric 
abstraction. Her series Artline 100 (2001-2) consisted of monochromatic 
paintings decorated with finely attenuated horizontal black and grey lines. 
These striations produced tonal gradations that evoked the spirit of Ad 
Reinhardt, and strictly followed the shape of the canvas, which was in 
keeping with Frank Stella’s regimented approach to the self-contained picture 
plane. Smith however used black texta markers to apply the lines, and the 
inconsistent print quality of these pens generated variations in tone. This 
drew attention to the imperfections of art’s ‘materials’, which disrupted the 
ideal of Modernist purism. And, although there was an obvious debt to 
figures like Stella and Judd, she also revealed a kind of stubborn insistence on 
doing things a little differently. This early intransigence evoked Sol Le Witt’s 
assertion that in art ‘Irrational thoughts should be followed absolutely and 
logically’, and this sentiment has remained a guiding principle in Smith’s art. 
 
It can be tough being a painter these days, especially in an era dominated by 
conceptual and post-medium art, which has rejected the idea that paintings 
are autonomous, self-referential entities. Instead, art and its images are seen 
as part of a larger ideological and industry-specific system. This is a rather 
depersonalised perspective, but artists such as Sarah Morris Heimo Zobernig, 
Luc Tuymans and Thoma Abbts have shown great inventiveness in their 
individualistic explications of modernist forms, genres and conventions. 
Smith learned some early and valuable lessons from such practitioners, and 
these led to a dramatic shift in her work away from the austerity that 
characterised Artline 100.  
 
In a show at MOP artists’ run space in Sydney in 2003 Smith presented a 
highly decorative range of hard edge abstract paintings that resembled the 
work of artists like Melinda Harper and Stephen Bram. Striking paintings like 
Untitled (2003) contained splintered, hard-edged lozenge shapes in a range of 
subdued blue-grey, incardine, greens and beige. Although the images had a 
sense of pictorial order, the way the stylized tendril forms meandered across 
the picture plane suggested more wayward subtexts. Indeed, part of the 
power of the works resided in the playful tension that existed between the 
jagged interlocking shards and the loose compositional fields over which they 
were splayed. From a distance the paintings looked like finely polished 
graphic designs, but up close the exposure of drawn lines that underlay the 
painterly structures forcefully advanced the materiality of the work. This 
revealed Smith’s love of facture as well as drawing attention to the materiality 
– and object status - of her art. In so doing, she undercut painting’s well-
established illusions and optical effects, which have contributed to the 
mythology of aesthetic autonomy and paintings’ symbolic power. 
 
Since this time she has produced a range of subtle and persistent works that 
reveal an impressive commitment to formal inventiveness. The series of 
works exhibited at the Sarah Cottier Gallery, Sydney in 2008 revealed a 
confident exploration of geometric abstraction. Her willingness to take risks 
with abstract composition was evident in works such as the busy Snarl-Up 
(2008). This came across as a faux haphazard approach to colour for it 
possessed clashing, off-key hues where red abutted pink or grey, beige was 
set against white or aquamarine, green wrestled with blue, and pink was 
juxtaposed to brown. The compositions in this series of works were also 
notable for the untidy cluster of lozenge forms that pervaded the pictorial 
surface with a kind of discordant energy. Yet these works also had a relaxed 
tone that encouraged openness to aesthetic pleasure, and Smith gladly 
exchanges ideal form for the freedom of irresolution. This openness readily 
feeds into her treatment of visual effects for she encourages the co-existence of 
spatial illusions and actual material depth. The result is a studied and 
unruffled analysis of the ambiguous effect of retinal and spatial sensations on 
the viewer.  
 
Smith’s ‘Chessboard’ series of 2008 well illustrates her experimental approach 
to familiar iconic forms. The artist produced over a dozen images that used 
the distinctive design of the checkerboard as a ‘found’ surface: the black and 
white squares were used as the basis for the accretion of a range of colourful 
geometric forms like trapezoids and dihedrons. The chessboard thus became 
a platform for the artist’s strategic and inventive ‘games’, where she relied on 
arbitrary and serendipitous decision-making to produce schematic 
configurations. This desire to ‘play’ with an iconic design however was not 
undertaken to assert mastery or a sense of superiority. Rather, she used a 
well-known visual gestalt to elicit improvisations whose primary purpose 
was to spark her own creativity. 
 
Smith re-works the modernist canon in an intuitive vein, and the task of 
sustaining a fertile open-endedness drives her work. There must be an infinite 
variation to Smith’s art that is propelled by self perpetuating creative systems 
that never reach - or more precisely: never need to reach - a culmination point. 
This leads to a number of absorbing contradictions in her practice for the cool, 
controlled, detached and systematic veneer of her images are largely 
produced by chance events. Although the artist is well aware of the intricacies 
of modern art’s conceptual and perceptual histories her forms and 
compositions are devised through improvised and intuitive means. When 
discussing her work she has claimed, 
 
Some paintings were initially based on drawings that were kind of 
crystalline, and fragmentary, like a spider's web. They evolved from a 
series of continuous doodles (like phone doodles) … and I used to 
make a lot of them without thinking. I'd take a number of them and 
kind of copy them onto the canvas/substrate and work from there, 
using some of the shapes, and not others quite intuitively when laying 
the paint. I think I was kind of completing a puzzle with each of these 
works.  
 
One would not normally associate Surrealism with Smith’s oeuvre, but the 
way she uses modernist styles to incubate her intuitive and aleatory creativity 
suggests as much. The activity of mimicry seems particularly germane, and 
was a condition that interested figures like Roger Caillois, Jacques Lacan, and 
Walter Benjamin who were associated with Surrealism in the 1930s. As stated, 
Smith uses the style of geometric abstraction as a kind of host, where she 
establishes a symbiotic relationship to develop idiosyncratic strategies. In the 
essay ‘Mimicry and Legendary Psychaesthenia’ (1935) Callois believed insects 
that use camouflage or mimicry do not reduce their chances of being 
identified by a predator. He therefore concluded that mimicry was more anti-
utilitarian luxury than effective mode of self-defence or preservation. He also 
described the visual elements in mimicry as a ‘disorder of spatial perception’ 
(the insect appearing as something other than itself), which was connected to 
the effects of representation (or applying this idea to art: an ambiguity 
between art as representation/illusion, and art as a material object). 
 
When describing Smith’s adaptation of modernist style one sees that it begins 
as a process of convergence (mimicry) but is actually a form of correspondence 
with abstraction - as she uses aesthetic resemblance merely as a departure point 
for her own interactive creative explorations. Smith likes geometric 
abstraction, but as a post-avant-gardist refuses to yield to its hegemony over 
her creative imagination. This is a complicated process for by aligning herself 
with modernist abstraction she appears to become assimilated by its aesthetic. 
But recognising Smith’s specific adaptations and divergences in the process of 
making from, and in spite of, the Modern style is critical to understanding her 
practice as quite distinct from these earlier models. One can argue that Smith 
develops her idiosyncratic systems as part of a search for artistic identity. 
Sanford Kwinter has noted this tendency in contemporary art, where 
 
a certain discipline is sustained…long enough to leave both a trace of 
“system” in the deposited production and for that systemic quality to 
serve as a principle rhetorical feature of the work. In contrast to the 
more circumscribed and puritanical routines …set in motion by the 
American Minimalists of the 1960s and ‘70s, much current work 
remains rooted in identity production – the inward, capricious, ego-
particular idiosyncrasies of slacker-generated and decidedly untestable 
“theories”. (Sanford Kwinter, ‘Systems Theory’, Artforum 11/09, p 91.) 
 
Smith’s infiltration of an earlier aesthetic for her own ends has chameleon-like 
qualities, and this helps explain the creative tension her work generates - for 
although designs might refer to, or resemble, modes like the chessboard grid, 
such forms are used in an unpredictable manner. Smith generally employs 
‘systems’, but the aleatory and contradictory way she develops them gives 
her practice openness to new horizons. She has stated, 
 
I used a series of rules that kind of made themselves as I went....I 
remember accumulating rules such as: to not use the same colour 
twice, only use mixed colours rather than from the tube, working 
loosely from most vivid colours (often reds) back to canvas/substrate 
colour, then to pure white. These rules would change... If I'd feel like 
the work was becoming formulaic in any way I'd consciously try to 
shake the rules. 
 
Smith treats Modernism’s aesthetics and styles as games with certain rules 
(just like chess), and her investigation of these elements led her to the well-
received ‘adaptables’ series, which appeared in the 2008 ‘Optimism’ show at 
the Gallery of Modern Art in Brisbane. These are hybrid painting/sculptures 
in which each adaptable is made up of flexible components that can be 
manipulated into a variety of compositions and mediums. The works can be 
hung on a wall flat or can be assembled in an infinite array of positions as 
small modular sculptures. The facets in the work Adaptable (dark peach/red 
oxide), 2008, can be permutated into dynamic, unpredictable and fluid picture 
surfaces, or angular and delicate sculpture. This sense of mutability is 
enhanced in the way the pieces swap conventions between art/craft, modern 
manufacture/traditional origami, high/low, and surface effects/three 
dimensionality. Another constant is her interest in fostering an ambiguous 
treatment of spatial perception, representation and the materiality of the art 
object. As Emily Cormack has suggested, Smith uses ‘colour as a spatial tool’ 
and the solidity of her sculptural forms are ‘contradicted by their 
transparency [and] mutability’. [‘Gemma Smith – Entanglement Factor’, Gertrude 
Street Artists’ Spaces, Melbourne (Author Emily Cormack), 4/9 to 3/10/2009]. At 
times it seems as if the artist’s work aspires to a condition of perceptual 
synaesthesia. 
 
The adaptables also shed light on Smith’s attitude towards rules and systems 
of making for she gives the individual the power to determine how the 
components fit together. As Jason Markou has argued, ‘Manipulating these 
works is like playing with a three-dimensional puzzle designed to test some 
abstract spatial principle’, and the important point is that the viewer has 
control of the rules by which to make their own compositions. This gives her 
work a ‘playful conceptual positioning [that] imbues hermetic painting with 
an unlikely social dimension, in which perceiving becomes performative’ 
[Gemma Smith – Paintings and Adaptables, Metro Arts Gallery, Brisbane, 2006 
(author Jason Markou)]. Given this dimension of experience it is clear that 
Smith is happy to relinquish claims to artistic mastery by encouraging viewer 
interaction. If there is a political edge to Smith’s approach it is tied to a desire 
to share art with her audience. This commitment to ‘sharing’ is opposed to the 
insularity and detachment of modernist abstraction.  
 
In 2008 Smith produced a set of large free standing and diamond-faceted 
sculptures titled Boulders. On one level these offered a sophisticated re-
working of Robert Morris and Donald Judd’s Minimalist neo-avant-gardism. 
Smith however added a number of supplementary complexities to the 
Minimalist canon. Like the earlier movement, her three-dimensional forms 
privileged phenomenological perspectives, but the term ‘boulder’ also 
suggests a geological metaphor (metaphors were strictly out of bounds in the 
world of Minimalism). The viewer also negotiates Smith’s sculptures on squat 
pedestals, a method of display also not countenanced by the Minimalists in 
part because pedestals reassert the traditional authority of art and have 
residual allegiances to art’s prestige value.  
 
In contrast to a lot of her other work, Boulders allowed Smith to take time out 
to revel in the aesthetic pleasure of her forms. This work was recently shown 
at Gertrude Artists’ Space in Melbourne and the daylight that flowed through 
the front windows of the gallery illuminated the visual complexities of these 
transparent forms. As one walked around the acrylic trapezoidal sculptures a 
rapidly evolving array of colourful facets passed into view. For example, if 
one approached a sculpture towards say a blue plane, a slight shift in 
perspective would bring a yellow facet into view, which changed the blue to 
green when optical light mixtures took effect. The sculptural interiors also 
contained beautifully luminescent prisms that produced a series of 
kaleidoscopic effects.  
 
Smith played the Minimalist game, but very much on her terms. The 
sculptures may have obeyed the Minimalist tenet that art must be conceived 
of as part of a wider environment of reception, but the sculptures’ splendid 
radiances were far removed from this movement’s refusal to indulge in 
aesthetic effects. Indeed, Smith executed a volte face by enhancing the aesthetic 
aspect of her minimalist cubes to a level that invited a fetishistic relationship 
with their beauty. Smith also put aside the Minimalist demand that the 
observer work hard to understand the ‘meaning’ of art for she made it very 
easy for the audience to enjoy the sculptures by offering an endless range of 
complex visual and phenomenological engagements.  
 
Some of Smith’s most recent works have a more expressive and casual feel. In 
paintings like the raucous Skatewing (2008) compositional structures barely 
hold things in place and messiness seems to rule the picture plane. The pale 
blue background in this painting is covered by a cacophony of glossy colours 
and forms, including a central matt green swathe and thinly applied black 
triangle at the right hand corner of the painting’s surface. Smith has never 
neglected the expressive aspects of her practice but in the last year pieces like 
Untitled#4, 2009, reveal that gestural expressionism has increasingly taken 
centre stage. The artist continues to rely on a methodology that builds on the 
‘found’ form, but rather than using forms like a chessboard she is currently 
using her own under-paintings and preliminary sketches. By a process of 
epoché she imaginatively disassociates herself from her own expressions.  
After producing such sketches she puts them aside before returning to them 
at a later date whereupon she treats them as ‘found’ and anonymous forms of 
decoration. Smith then re-works the surfaces by her standard improvisational 
and ‘systematic’, approach.  
 
What is interesting about this latest work is an attention to a new level of 
detail, for the expressive mark has now been isolated for use in her ‘system’ of 
making. Smith also uses the brushstroke to extend her interest in the 
ambiguous play between illusion and the real. This is significant because the 
expressive mark is closely associated with the ‘personality of the artist’, as 
well as being strongly implicated in notions about the symbolic power of 
representation. In contrast, Smith makes her own signature marks into 
anonymous patterns and re-invests them as new hosts from which to build a 
fresh wave of spontaneous structures. What we end up is a kind of 
estrangement from the very artistic expressions that constitute the final 
images. This is perhaps a rebellious even nihilistic turn to formlessness, and 
evokes Bataille’s informe and the heterological blurring of identity and 
representation. Smith’s exploration of such tendencies promises new insights 
into her artistic and creative identities, and more importantly, new directions 
for her creative peregrinations. 
 
 
